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THE YOUTH DESK 
Rev. Ashraf Tannous 

Overview & Programs 

The Youth Desk of the ELCJHL seeks to form the next generation of Lutheran leaders 
by providing training, fellowship, education, and entertainment to young people from 
across the church. In addition to supporting the youth ministries of the individual 
congregations, the Youth Desk puts on several annual events for the youth of the 
church as a whole. Young people of the church are already becoming leaders in their 
own right, helping to lead activities for the younger youth and even the whole 
congregation. We take our responsibility to train them as leaders extremely seriously. 

Having a strong Lutheran and Palestinian identity is key to the long-term health of the 
church and helps to ensure that young people will remain in the Holy Land rather than 
emigrating to other countries. The activities of the Youth Desk are essential to forming 
and supporting this sense of identity as a Lutheran and a Palestinian, encouraging 
connection to the land, the community, and the church.  

Accomplishments 

Our annual youth conference, held during the summer of 2019 in Akko, was attended 
by more than 150 youth. This event is always a great success, and this year was no 
exception. Three groups (ages 8 – 12, 13 – 18, and 18 – 23) met separately to play 
games together, study the Bible, and participate in many other activities. For this 
upcoming summer, the youth had requested a longer time for the camp, and I had 
planned five full days and four nights for the oldest group. Unfortunately, the event 
had to be cancelled due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

Cross-cultural and international exchanges are an important part of the Youth Desk’s 
work, as we strive to facilitate connections between different groups. This year, we 
held the Crossroads Conference in Palestine, which was supposed to be attended by 
Palestinian, Swedish, and Mozambican youth. Unfortunately, the Mozambican group 
was not able to acquire permits to enter Israel and they were not able to join us. 20 
Palestinian youth participated in that event. In addition to the Crossroads Conference, 
15 youth also went on a cross-cultural exchange to Badtölz, Germany, in order to meet 
with our partners there. We are extremely grateful for the friendship between our 
young people. 
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Finally, we are extremely proud of the young people who are already participating as 
leaders in their congregations. Six young people are training as organists for their 
congregation, helping to lead weekly worship through their music. Although the 
current youth organists are growing older and will soon age out of the program, the 
hope is to lift up the future generation to begin training to lead worship through music. 
Additionally, several young people are also serving as mentors for the younger youth 
groups at their own congregations.  

Challenges 

The most significant challenge that we face is the lack of a proper space to gather the 
youth together within the West Bank. In order to bring everyone together in a space 
that is appropriate for the children to play and reflect, we must cross the Green Line 
into Israel. The uncertainty of crossing through the checkpoints means that sometimes 
we are not able to do planned activities, as the soldiers frequently stop our bus. The 
only location that we have within the West Bank is the Jericho Resort, which is more 
of a hotel than a conference center.  
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It also is challenging at times to adjust to the different needs of the various age groups. 
The younger children need more guidance and support, especially during overnight 
stays, as they feel the absence of their parents more than their older peers. We also 
must be vigilant about electronics usage during Youth Desk events. Technically, 
electronics such as cell phones are not allowed at our events, but many children 
attempt to sneak phones in, which can be disruptive to community building.  

Finally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic cannot be understated. The lockdown 
and cancellation of school are especially difficult on young people, who may feel 
isolated without being able to meet with their friends and peers. Unfortunately, many 
of our summer events have already had to be cancelled due to restrictions over the 
pandemic, and it is uncertain when we will be able to hold meetings and events once 
again. 

Looking to the Future 

As a response to the challenge faced by the lack of a proper meeting space, one of my 
main goals is to acquire a piece of land in the West Bank to construct a Youth Retreat 
Center. This would not need to be a “fancy” building, and in fact simple might be 
preferable. However, having spaces to hold meetings for both small and large groups, 
spaces to play games, and simple lodging arrangements would be incredibly beneficial. 
It also could help to strengthen ecumenical relationships as we could open up the 
center to youth groups from other churches.  

We are also now in the process of reactivating the Youth Leadership Training, called 
Sahiroon. Sally Azar and Vicar Rodny Said are both assisting with this project, as 
graduates of the initiative and young people in the church. This is an exciting 
opportunity to revitalize the youth ministry and train the next group of leaders in the 
church. Many of the initiative’s graduates remain involved and say that the training 
was critical to their formation of self.  

Finally, we are also looking into forming an annual Youth Day for all of the churches’ 
youth. This would function somewhat like the Youth Conference held each summer 
but take place over a single day. It would involve Bible studies, singing, games, worship, 
and lunch and would serve to bring all the young people together in community.   
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THE WOMEN’S DESK 
Ms. Ranan Issa 
 
Overview & Programs 
 
Women have always played an 
important role in the work of the 
church and are considered the 
backbone of the family. The women 
of the ELCJHL are like women 
everywhere; busy trying to develop 
themselves personally and find 
balance in their faith, work, and 
family lives. However, Palestinian 
women face unique challenges. In 
addition to the patriarchal culture 
and traditions that restrict the 
freedom of women, they must also face the daily challenge and discrimination of the 
Israeli Occupation. Palestinian women do not have full access to their rights; they are 
the most vulnerable and marginalized segment of society.  
 
The Women’s Ministry is a direct response to this problem and is one of the most 
important ministries of the ELCJHL. It is open for women of all ages, seeking to connect 
women to their Lutheran identity and empower them to achieve significant, positive 
change. The ministry empowers women by increasing their awareness and providing 
them with an opportunity to network and advocate for their rights.  
 
Numerous congregational and churchwide women’s events have been held 
throughout the past year. Many of these activities are designed to bring women 
together to be in relationship and build their faith. On the 1st of March 2019, Mrs. Aida 
Haddad and Mrs. Nora Carmi organized the Palestinian worship for the Women’s 
World Day of Prayer, a worldwide movement of Christian women from 170 different 
countries. Later that month, 70 women from our Lutheran congregations visited the 
city of Haifa with the Holy Site Trip Ministry for a program to celebrate both Mother’s 
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Day and International Women’s Day. Additionally, more than 70 women attended our 
annual Christmas dinner, held at Beit Ibrahim in Beit Jala. 

 
The Women’s Desk also hosted events focused on promoting women’s rights. On the 
13th of June 2019, 80 participants, both men and women, gathered for a conference 
titled “Gender Justice from a Religious Perspective.” This conference discussed the 
issues of gender justice from both a Christian and a Muslim perspective. We also 
highlighted the work of the ELCJHL’s Ecclesiastical Court towards a more equitable 
family law system, in order to encourage other faith organizations in the Middle East 
and across the globe to adopt a similar model. A workshop on the Status of Palestinian 
Women’s Rights and the Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discriminations Against Women (CEDAW), attended by 55 women, raised 
women’s awareness of international conventions on women’s rights and encouraged 
women to participate in decision-making positions in the Church.  Finally, the Women’s 
Desk also organized a workshop on the Thursdays in Black campaign to affirm the 
ELCJHL’s support of the World Council of Churches’ initiative and commitment to 
gender justice. 
 
Accomplishments 
 
Encouraged by the church’s interest in social mobilization and the spiritual growth of 
all its members, the Women’s Ministry has gained momentum this year. I was hired to 
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be a full-time employee, which will allow the church to give significant priority to 
gender justice. The church has also accelerated the empowerment of civil society and 
helped to close the gap between the traditional role of women and their contemporary 
needs. 
 
The ELCJHL Women’s Desk, in cooperation with the Church of Sweden, Dar al-Kalima 
University, Churches for Middle East Peace, DanChurchAid / Norwegian Church Aid, 
the Presbyterian Church, and the Church of Scotland, formed the Gender Justice for 
Palestine Committee. The Committee consists of both women and men dedicated to 
the equality of women in Palestine. Our first conference, held in June 2019, began the 
process of collecting ideas for future workshops and committees. This is an important 
first step towards creating full gender justice in Palestine.  
 
On the heels of the CEDAW workshop (outlined above) to promote women’s 
participation in decision making within the Church, Ms. Nancy Khair Qumsieh of Beit 
Sahour was elected to serve on the ELCJHL Church Synod. Bishop Azar had indicated 
that he would like to see the Synod Council have representation of women, men, and 
youth to meet the Lutheran World Federation Gender Justice policy mandate of 2013, 
which indicates that LWF member churches should have at least 40 percent women 
and 20 percent youth representation in church decision making.  
 
Challenges 
 
The striking fact that there are still many challenges facing Palestinian women in 
general and Lutheran women in particular is one of many reasons for the women of 
the ELCJHL to continue making their own way in their engagement with the church and 
the wider community. These social barriers are still significant, and we face some 
resistance to certain aspects of our work. 
 
As a community, we have managed to maintain contact with one another out of a 
fervent belief that nothing can separate us, neither roadblocks nor separation walls. 
The personal relationships that we have developed with each other over the past years 
will not be broken. However, one of the most significant challenges that we face 
continues to be the geographical separation between our congregations, which 
increases the difficulty of communication between us.  
 
Other Activities 
 
The Women’s Desk has also had the opportunity to participate in several international 
events and conferences this year. From the 6th to the 13th of October 2019, I 
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participated in the ELCA’s “Break Down the Diving Walls: Erasing Hostility” conference 
as a part of the Gender Focus Group, which advocated for gender equality issues within 
the context of the broader event. I had the opportunity to present on the challenges 
faced by Palestinian women and how the Separation Wall directly affects our daily 
lives.  
 
Currently, I am on the planning committee for ELCA Global Mission’s Global Leadership 
Academy, working to develop a gathering of 35 to 40 women from around the world 
for networking, education, and advocacy. The Academy was scheduled to be held in 
the Holy Land in November 2020, but due to the current pandemic it may be 
postponed until 2021.  
 
I was also nominated to be a member of the ACT Global Reference Group on Gender 
Justice. I met with the chairs of Communities of Practise (CoPs) at the WCC Ecumenical 
Centre in Geneva from the 25th to the 28th of February 2020. Together with the Gender 
Justice Reference Group, we developed an action plan for 2019 – 2022. We continue 
to meet online to give updates on our progress. 
 
Looking to the Future 
 
With the COVID-19 pandemic, many women are facing increasing hardship; shut down 
businesses, increased caregiving responsibilities, and gender-based violence threaten 
the well-being of many Palestinian women. Therefore, the Women’s Desk decided to 
start a series of online workshops and conferences focused on mental and 
psychological health. This year, there will be more focus on information sharing, 
networking, advocacy, and awareness-raising. We will put a greater emphasis on 
ecumenical cooperation and leadership training for young women.  
 
The Women’s Desk is particularly excited about Ms. Sally Azar following her vocation 
in the Ministry of God and hopes that her example will encourage other female 
theologians. Her future ordination will be a significant step toward the full 
participation of women in church leadership. I believe we will continue to see more 
and more inclusion of women in the churches of the Holy Land, hearing their strong 
voices.  
 
In conclusion, I would like to thank Bishop Sani Ibrahim Azar, Mrs. Nahla Azar, and the 
Women’s Committee for their dedication and contribution to the success of the 
Women’s Ministry. I would also like to thank our partners for their generous support 
of the work and service of the ELCJHL Women’s Desk.   
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THE ECCLESIASTICAL COURT 
Rev. Imad Haddad, Chief Justice 
 
Overview 
 
“What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8) 
 
The Ecclesiastical Court of the ELCJHL is growing steadily toward serving the Lutheran 
community in Jordan and the Holy Land. Justice and gender equality are the major 
characteristics of this young court. This distinguishes us as a leader among the many 
other ecclesiastical courts in the Middle East. 
 
Although we are one of the youngest ecclesiastical courts in Jordan and the Holy 
Land, our model of personal and family law has made a significant impact on the 
other courts and it is seen as an example to follow. We have the most equitable 
family law system in the whole of the Middle East. The Women’s Desk of the ELCJHL, 
through their activities, lectures, programs, and conferences, has broadened the 
understanding and acceptance of the meaning of gender justice in the ecclesiastical 
court system and in the society at large. Still, there is much to do through the joint 
work of the Ecclesiastical Court and the Women’s Desk.  
 
Accomplishments 
 
We are thankful for the work of our judges, who strive to achieve the best for our 
court and its work; we are also thankful for their constant advice, which has helped 
us to adjust and improve our services to the people of our church. In particular, Ms. 
Scarlet Bishara, our female judge in the first instance court, is doing an excellent job 
representing the new personal laws and court system; she represented the church 
and the court in several local and international meetings, courses, and conferences.  

 
Over the course of 2019, we were able to 
give rulings in many of the long standing 
and difficult cases that we have received 
since 2016, which resulted in freeing the 
court to be able to study and concentrate 
on other new cases that may arise. This 
creates the potential to continue to grow 
and improve our services to the church.  
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In the following charts you will find a summary of cases we are following and/or have 
followed up to date.  
 
 

First Instance Court 
 
Year  Inheritance  Marital  Others  
2016  11 4 3 
2017 4 0 3 
2018 9 3 4 
2019 3 0 1 
2020 1 0 2 
Total  28 7 12 

 
 
 

Appeals Court 
 
Year  Inheritance  Marital  Others  
2016  0 0 0 
2017 0 0 0 
2018 1 3 0 
2019 0 1 1 
Total  1 4 1 

 
Challenges 
 
One of the major challenges that we experience is dealing with three different 
governments and sets of rules regarding the courts. Although the progress towards 
fully operating under all three governments is slower than we desire, we continue to 
move forward. Bishop Azar is closely following the process in Jordan, with the hope 
that we will be able open a court office there to serve the congregants and their 
interests in the country.  
 
The second challenge that we have experienced and are on the way to fully solving is 
finding a process for rulings in the appeals court. Bishop Azar is by law is the chief 
justice of the appeals court as the Bishop of the ELCJHL. However, he cannot take 
part in the rulings of the appeals court in some cases, since he was the chief justice of 
the first instance court prior to his installation as Bishop of the ELCJHL. In order to 
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overcome this issue, the church has approached Bishop Emeritus Younan and asked 
him to be the judge for these cases. The church has also approached Ms. Nicole 
Awad to be part of the appeals court as a judge, because according to law there 
should be someone with a law background to accompany and assist the pastors and 
other justices in the rulings.  
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THE DEAF MINISTRY 
Rev. Fursan Zu’mot 
 
Overview & Programs 
 
In 2019, the Deaf Ministry continued to be one of the most important ministries of the 
ELCJHL. Many Deaf people have a very limited knowledge about Jesus and the Bible, 
because up until now there have been few if any initiatives to reach out to them. The 
church has taken the initiative to teach, guide, and walk alongside Deaf people 
throughout their spiritual journey. Therefore, the ELCJHL continues to be a place 
where Deaf people can gather, enjoy fellowship with each other, and learn more about 
God. The many activities facilitated by the Deaf Ministry also help the Deaf community 
to break their isolation and begin to feel more fully integrated into the community.  
 
The Deaf Ministry meets weekly in Ramallah and Beit Sahour to study the Bible and to 
help attendees to be aware of God’s presence in their life. These Bible studies teach 
the Deaf community Biblical stories and how they can live as Christians as a minority 
population within the community. Our 2019 theme was “God in the Midst of Isolation,” 
and the sessions were led by Pastor Fursan Zu’mot and a young Deaf man named Majdi 
Mrabi.  
 
Accomplishments 
 
In 2019, the Deaf Ministry was able to hold several joint meetings of the communities 
from Ramallah and Beit Sahour. These meetings took place at Beit Ibrahim in Beit Jala. 
The combination of the two groups, although made difficult by checkpoints, is 
important to allow them to build relationships with each other and widen their 
community. These relationships help them to grow in self-worth and confidence. 
During these joint meetings, we learn Bible stories, play games, and share a meal. This 
lasts a full day.  
 
We also held a joint Christmas dinner at a restaurant in Beit Sahour, where the 
communities from Ramallah and Beit Sahour gathered to celebrate Christmas 
together.  
 
One of the most exciting events of 2019 was welcoming Michael Hoffman, who works 
with the Deaf community in Norway, to talk with us. This is an important step in the 
plan of building strong relationships with Deaf people in many places across the world. 
It was very exciting to meet with Mr. Hoffman and to discuss plans for the future. I also 
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was able to visit with a Deaf congregation in Berlin and preach there, strengthening 
the connection between the Deaf Ministry and our international partners. It was an 
honor to guest preach and to meet with Pastor Roland again. 
 
Challenges 
 
One of the biggest challenges for the Deaf Ministry is financial resources, which are 
very limited in comparison to the plans we have to minister to and with the Deaf 
community. Quite simply, we do not have the money to implement all of the goals that 
we have. One immediate need that we have is for multimedia resources in order to 
facilitate teaching within the Deaf community. For instance, a multimedia projector 
and a laptop would allow us to display more visual materials, which are more 
meaningful and appropriate to a non-hearing audience.  
 
Another significant challenge for the Deaf Ministry is the scattered locations of Deaf 
people in the community. Since there are two separate groups, one in Ramallah and 
one in Beit Sahour, it is very challenging to gather all together. The distance between 
the communities, as well as the checkpoints, make forming a strong, unified 
community challenging.  
 
Looking to the Future 
 
Many of the plans for the future have been put on hold due to the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic. However, we are hopeful that this problem will be resolved soon and that 
the plans for the summer may continue.  
 
A joint conference with the Peace Dove Club for the Deaf in Amman, Jordan is planned 
for the summer of 2020. This is one of the first steps in helping to connect the Deaf 
community to their brothers and sisters in other countries.  
 
Four of our Deaf youth also plan to join a summer camp in Germany from the 11th to 
the 19th of July, again working to build the international network of the Deaf Ministry. 
Furthermore, some members of the Deaf Ministry will visit Berlin to meet with the 
Deaf community there.  
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THE HOLY SITE TRIP MINISTRY 
Rev. Saliba Rishmawi 
 
Overview & Programs 
 
The Holy Site Trip Ministry is 
relatively new to the ELCJHL. We are 
now in our second year of this 
important program, which was 
created in response to the desire of 
congregation members to visit the 
Holy Sites. For many of our 
members it has been impossible to 
visit these sacred sites despite living 
in close geographic proximity 
because of the challenges and 
barriers put in place by the Israeli Occupation. With the support of our partners in the 
Church of Norway, we were able to begin a three-year program to bring the members 
of our church to view and participate in this “Fifth Gospel” – the places where Jesus 
walked and preached. 
 
Since the beginning of the program, we have had the opportunity to visit many Holy 
Sites with members of the ELCJHL. Some of the trips were specifically targeted to 
certain groups, such as women or youth, but many were open to be attended by an 
intergenerational group. The goal is to have each trip attended by the Bishop and at 
least 3 of the ELCJHL pastors. Additionally, we prioritize hiring Christian guides who are 
able to give a tour of the site through a Christian lens with good theology. When we 
arrive at the site, we have a prayer and devotion with Holy Communion, and then share 
lunch together. The whole trip is offered at an extremely low price – perhaps 50 
shekels a person – which allows for full participation of our members.  
 
Accomplishments 
 
In the first two years of this ministry, we have been able to plan many successful trips, 
each of which were attended by more than 50 individuals. Together, the ELCJHL has 
taken trips to the Galilee, Jericho, the Jordan River, Haifa, Jenin, and Nablus. This has 
allowed members of the church to visit many important Holy Sites, including St. Peter’s 
Church, Zacchaeus’ Sycamore Tree, the Dead Sea Scrolls, Elijah’s Cave, and Jacob’s 
Well. Many attendees have expressed how meaningful these trips are to them. One 



15 
 

 

elderly woman wept while thanking the leaders of the trip, because she had never 
before had the opportunity to visit these places. This ministry has also strengthened 
the intergenerational ties within the ELCJHL community, bringing together children, 
young families, and the elderly.  
 
The third year of the program was designed to encompass visits to holy sites outside 
of Historical Palestine, including sites in Egypt, Lebanon, and Jordan. 2020 was to have 
the first of these more extended trips. When we first began planning, we looked at the 
opportunities to visit Lebanon and soon discovered that the political situation is such 
that a trip is not possible. Next, we explored the possibility of a trip to Egypt. However, 
the flight costs alone would be prohibitive to many of our members. Therefore, we 
planned a trip to Jordan for 5 days in July of 2020. We were very excited about this 
opportunity to visit holy sites outside of Historical Palestine, but it remains unclear if 
the trip will be possible due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Challenges 
 
Generally, there has been a great deal of excitement about this ministry. It is only 
through the support of our partners that we are able to put this program on for our 
members. We have kept the financial burden on our members very low, but in order 
to continue to expand this program we face a financial challenge. We would love to 
see this ministry continue beyond the three years the Church of Norway has 
generously sponsored and supported.   
 
The most significant challenge that we face, however, is the unstable political situation 
both here in Palestine and in the rest of the Middle East. The barriers put in place by 
the Israeli Occupation make planning trips to Holy Sites difficult, as we must acquire 
the correct permissions for our members to travel through the checkpoints. When we 
began to imagine potential trips to other countries, we also encountered challenges 
with their political situations. Although it is challenging to organize these visits, we 
firmly believe that opportunity to witness the sites where our sacred stories occurred 
is worth the challenge. 
 
Looking to the Future 
 
One of our primary goals is to revisit the idea of trips outside of Historical Palestine, 
including the potential trip to Jordan as well as Egypt and Lebanon. There is only one 
more year left in the initial three years of the program, so we are also looking at how 
we might expand this ministry in the future.   
 
Another dream for the future would be to have joint trips to the holy sites with our 
partner churches. Many times, visiting groups come to worship with our 
congregations, which is a very powerful experience for them. This experience would 
be augmented by travelling together to visit some holy sites, so that visiting groups 
could see the experience faced by Palestinian Christians when they travel.  
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THE BAPTISMAL SITE AT BETHANY BEYOND THE JORDAN 
Rev. Hans W. Kasch (serving at BBJ from September 16 until December 15, 2019) 

 
Overview & Programs 
 
The former chaplain Deacon Jonas and his wife Karin Bodin finished their ministry in 
July 2019. This left BBJ without a permanent chaplain present. In response to a call 
from Bishop Azar, the German National Committee of the LWF sent me as a retired 
pastor to serve at BBJ for three months. This shortened timeline allowed me to use a 
tourist visa. My primary task was to be present at the Baptismal Site to welcome 
tourists, especially religious groups. This involved leading tours of the Baptismal Site, 
organizing worship, facilitating pilgrim walks, baptizing on request, and celebrating the 
affirmation of baptism. By using Facebook, newsletters, and other e-mail messages, I 
stayed in contact with the “Friends of BBJ” and those who were interested in visiting 
the site. This communication was an important piece of maintaining the work of the 
previous chaplain. 
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Additionally, I supervised the caretaker and the general maintenance of the property. 
One of my most important tasks was close cooperation with the Baptismal Site 
Commission and the representatives of the denominations at the wider Baptismal Site. 
 
Accomplishments 
 
During my short three months at BBJ, I baptized three children and celebrated four 
affirmations of baptism. In total during 2019 there were 10 baptisms at the Lutheran 
Baptismal Site. There were 902 total visitors to BBJ through November of 2019. I saw 
firsthand how powerful these visits were for the pilgrims; there were many happy and 
emotional faces after the pilgrim walk to the different historical places at the Baptismal 
Site where John the Baptist worked and ministered. The unique atmosphere in the 
Jordan Valley and walking through the last wilderness in the valley left a deep 
impression on many visitors. 
 
One of the most powerful moments in my term as interim chaplain came when a young 
couple from Lebanon visited the site and asked for a blessing of their marriage. They 
were legally married in September, but due to the unsafe situation in Lebanon they 
were forced to postpone their church ceremony. The couple wanted to use their stay 
in Jordan for a ceremony with a blessing. It was very moving to consider their situation, 
their fears, and their hopes, and to bring it in front of God in the Lutheran Church with 
a stunning view over the Jordan Valley. 
 
I also experienced a spiritual journey myself serving at BBJ. At first, I was hesitant as to 
whether it made sense for me to serve at BBJ. After serving for three months at the 
Baptismal Site I am convinced this is a powerful ministry and that it is well worth the 
effort to have a Lutheran Church at the site. 
 
Challenges 
 
While it was possible for me to maintain some of the work of the Baptismal Site, it is 
very clear that BBJ needs a full-time pastor or chaplain working permanently at the 
site. This will allow for the ministry to be more fully developed and successful, rather 
than simply maintaining what currently exists. One of the main challenges is creating 
an active marketing and communications strategy. Although 150,000 pilgrims visited 
the greater Baptismal Site, only about 1,000 come to visit the Lutheran Church. In 
cooperation with the Baptismal Site Commission, it is critical that we establish a system 
to guide visitors to our church, particularly those who are Lutheran. We must find ways 
to connect church-related groups to the Baptismal Site, and furthermore to encourage 
groups that visit the Holy Land to include Jordan and the Baptismal Site in their 



19 
 

 

itineraries. There are many opportunities to connect to visitors, and this invitation 
must be spread across the world. 
 
Another primary concern for the Baptismal Site is finances. In order to maintain the 
building and the grounds, as well as to develop materials and advertisement 
campaigns, certain costs must be accrued. Increasing the numbers of visitors would 
certainly help in this endeavor. 
 
Looking to the Future 
 
One of the primary goals for BBJ in the future must be to find a full-time pastor or 
chaplain for the site, as having a retired pastor for a short-term stay is only the second-
best solution. Without a long-term person there, it is difficult to maintain the facilities, 
including the church, guesthouse, and grounds.  
 
In developing stronger relations with the Baptismal Site Commission and visiting 
pilgrims, it would be wonderful to offer regularly simple devotions or short worship 
services at the Lutheran church. This could be in cooperation with other 
denominations present at the site, to strengthen ecumenical relations. These activities 
should be widely advertised to increase the presence of pilgrims and make use of our 
beautiful space.  
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THE ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION CENTER 
Mr. Simon Awad 
 
Overview / Programs 
 
The Environmental Education Center (EEC) began in 1986 as the first environmental 
organization in Palestine. Our unique projects, programs and initiatives distinguish us 
as the pioneer of environmental awareness education and research in Palestine and 
instill environmental values into our partners and participants. The Environmental 
Education Center is built around the idea that the rich and historical biodiversity of 
Palestine is something all Palestinians have the right to learn and know. Our ministry 
lies in our programming, care for creation, our scientific research, and our community 
outreach. Throughout our years as an organization, we have built strong connections 
with local schools, farmers, women, youth and community groups. In years past, we 
have created several annual events that hold strong today, including planting and olive 
picking campaigns, school field trips, the Spring and Olive Harvest Festivals, 
conferences, and forums.  
 
Our annual programming includes the Peacebuilding through Eco-Justice Project, the 
Palestinian Identity Project, community forums, and the Environmental Club program 
run through local schools. Through both the Palestinian Identity Project and the Peace 
Building Project, international partners of the EEC fund outreach with students, 
women, and farmers to educate and provide necessary skill-based resources to the 
wider community. Students learn about their Palestinian culture through the lens of 
learning about the land and its history, and women and farmers find platforms through 
the EEC to establish initiatives within their community.  
 
The EEC is also home to the Talitha Kumi Ringing and Monitoring Station, the first bird 
ringing station in the Arab World. Here, EEC researchers monitor and track bird 
migration patterns, tracking important data about how these migration patterns 
change and which birds call Palestine home. Birds ringed by the EEC have been found 
as far north as Poland and caught birds coming from Sweden and Britain.  
 
As Palestinian citizens work hard to stay at home and maintain social distancing during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, all regular EEC programming has been halted. However, our 
ministry has not stopped. The EEC has adapted to this situation by creating educational 
videos about the pandemic, staying at home, and ensuring good hygiene. These videos 
have been shared widely on Facebook, with some gaining thousands of views. 
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Accomplishments 
 
The EEC has also been an active participant in environmental advocacy in Palestine and 
around the world. This past year, the EEC signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
with the Governorate of Bethlehem led by His Grace Bishop Azar and His Excellency 
Kamel Hamed to improve the environmental health of the city and its surrounding 
area. The Executive Director of EEC Mr. Simon Awad, as chairman of IUCN – Palestine, 
led the Palestinian delegation to the IUCN regional meeting in Kuwait. The EEC also 
participated in the World Council of Churches Working Group for Climate Change 
together with the Ecumenical Indigenous Peoples’ Networks Reference Group in 
Taiwan.  
 
Our work reaches a wider audience through our media presence. This year, the EEC 
was featured in 73 radio interviews, 8 TV episodes, and 30 newspaper articles. The EEC 
also contributed two chapters to two important international books this year: 
Ecological justice for Palestine: Environmental Justice, Popular Struggle and 
Community Development, and New Paradigms for Ecological Education in Palestine in 
Ethics for Life - Bread for the World. 
 
In 2019 alone, the EEC received 2,591 local visitors and 260 international visitors to 
tour the center and learn about our mission. More than 10,000 people were directly 
reached by over 500 activities put on by the EEC. Hundreds of people, both local and 
international, joined in our Palestinian Environmental Conferences and Women’s 
Forums. 
 
Our environmental education programming is now a regular aspect of more than 70 
percent of Palestinian schools, and more than 1700 students participated in 
Environmental Clubs. For our youngest environmental citizens, our Eco-Kindergarten 
program reached 807 students and their parents this year, with a third of students 
participating in our Healthy Breakfast workshops. The EEC also held a drawing 
competition for 7 local universities with the theme of olive trees and their 
importance to the environment and Palestinian culture, encouraging creativity while 
also drawing attention to the connection between land and culture in Palestine.  
 
Our Talitha Kumi Bird Ringing and Monitoring Station tracked the migratory patterns 
of a total of 758 birds of 36 different species. One of the biggest successes of the Bird 
Station was the successful release of 172 Goldfinch (Hassoun) birds back into the wild. 
Unfortunately, many wild birds are captured and sold illegally as pets. The Palestinian 
Quality Authority has identified the EEC as a trusted bird handling center, and when 
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they catch bird poachers the birds are brought to the EEC to be safely ringed and 
released to their home in the wild.  

 
This year, we also distributed 3,296 trees to support the biodiversity of Palestine, 
create more green areas, and sustain food security in communities. 2,300 seedlings of 
native trees were also planted in our Ramallah tree nursery. 
 
Challenges 
 
The military occupation in Palestine makes environmental and outreach work 
unpredictable and necessitates adaptability. Strikes and protests against occupation 
activity often force activities to be cancelled or rescheduled, and settler attacks 
threaten some of our programming. 

 In 2019, the Palestinian Government proposed social security for Palestinians which 
did not include many of the components Palestinians felt they needed. Many teachers 
and staff at schools and universities went on strike to protest this proposal, thus 
forcing EEC events to be rescheduled.  

Furthermore, the ongoing economic crisis as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
threatens the financial resources of the EEC and make it more difficult for the 
center’s activities to continue. 
 



23 
 

 

Other Activities 
 
We are constantly working to improve our programming and outreach through 
surveys and self-assessments. We take all of this feedback into account when 
creating new programming each year. This year, in response to this feedback, we 
prepared a five-year strategy to increase our impact and effectiveness of our mission 
of promoting environmental action and sustainability.  
 
The vision of this plan is to create a conscious and society that is connected to its 
natural environment and works toward sustainability and maintaining biodiversity. 
Our updated mission is to promote a culture of environmental awareness that enables 
and empowers the community to practice environmental leadership and creativity. 

This plan further has four main goals: Raising awareness and promoting 
environmentally – conscious behavior to create sustainability and protect biological 
diversity; designing and implementing environmental programs and projects that 
support of biodiversity, reduce  consumption of natural resources, and maintain 
Palestinian environmental heritage; achieving environmental justice through advocacy 
and accountability; and strengthening internal governance, quality, accountability, and 
results-based management. 

Future / Goals 
 
As we continue on in uncertain times, the EEC has made quick shifts to proceed with 
our mission through creative online alternatives. We are currently working on what 
online environmental education could look like, and how to best proceed in ways 
which still hold our mission and values accountable and to a high standard of integrity. 

We still hold several goals for the future, although it is uncertain when we will be able 
to proceed with normal programming and activities or expand these programs further. 
We have now created our Natural History Museum at the EEC, and we are hopeful to 
continue to develop the museum so that it can become a National Natural History 
Museum recognized by the Palestinian Authority and by the international community.  

We also continue to seek ways to encourage biodiversity in Palestine. Our goal is to do 
this by continuing to develop the plant nursery in Ramallah and by creating a shelter 
for wildlife. 
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THE DAR AL-KALIMA UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF ARTS 
AND CULTURE / DIYAR CONSORTIUM 
Rev. Dr. Mitri Raheb 
 
Overview & Programs 
 
In 2019, the Dar al-Kalima University College continued its educational mission and 
increased the numbers of students and teachers. A new BA program in Design was 
accredited and will be offered in 2020. Two programs, Culinary Art and Jewelry, were 
upgraded to fit internationally recognized curricula. We offered both of these 
programs within the German dual learning model, where a student learns both at the 
University College and in the workplace. This ensures a close connection to the job 
market and increases students’ employability. We also added a new project enabling 
DAK to research, develop, and establish an academic track in Art Renovation. 
 
Another new project, “Obader,” involves the creation of an “Artisans’ Hub” on DAK’s 
campus. The Hub will serve DAK’s graduates as well as Palestinian artisans working in 
various handicrafts. DAK will provide advanced training and information about market 
trends. This will assist the artists to upgrade their products to international standards 
and enable them to market and sell their goods to a global audience.  
 
DAK organized two major 
conferences in 2019. The 
conference “Towards Inclusive 
Societies in the Middle East” 
gathered 47 scholars, activists, and 
experts from around the world with 
the aim of stimulating critical 
dialogue on the factors that hinder 
equitable societies in the region. In 
an effort to practice inclusion, 29 of 
the conference participants were 
women and nine were youth under the age of 35. In addition, participants came from 
diverse national backgrounds. The majority hailed from the region, namely Palestine, 
Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Syria and the UAE. However, participants also joined from the 
USA, Canada, Sweden, the Netherlands, Austria, Germany, and the UK. 
 
In preparation for Bethlehem 2020: The Arab Cultural Capital, DAK hosted a three-day 
international conference titled “Bethlehem: A Socio-Cultural History.” The conference 
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consisted of lectures and collaborative dialogue and included several tours throughout 
the governate. The objective was to gather an interdisciplinary group of scholars and 
experts involved with social history, cultural anthropology, religious and political 
studies, history, and archaeology.  
 
Accomplishments 
 
The highlight of the year for DAK was without doubt the opening of a training center 
in Gaza, which has been subject to inhumane closure for more than 14 years, with the 
aim of empowering the “Next Generation of Creative Artists in Gaza.” As a result of the 
closure, young people in Gaza face deteriorating socio-economic conditions and are 
deprived of opportunities to receive professional training and exposure. This in turn 
leads to an utter case of desperation and a lack of interest in arts and culture among 
young people. DAK seeks to empower the next generation of creative leaders in Gaza 
by enhancing the skills of young Gazan artists through specialized training course to 
improve the quality of their art; improve the livelihood of artists by building local and 
international networks and creating opportunities to exhibit and market their products; 
and recognizing exceptional local artists through awards and prizes.  
 
During the past months, DAK held initial focus groups to listen to the artists and their 
needs and reached out to local arts and cultural centers in order to engage them as 
main partners in this endeavor. We identified local professional trainers and found a 
temporary location to offer training courses at the French Cultural Institute in Gaza.  
 
We held three main training workshops in photography, artistic design and video art 
over three months. 58 committed students of both genders participated in the 
workshops. The training culminated in two major events: The Eye on Gaza Exhibition 
and The Gaza International Video Art Festival, both held between the 3rd and the 5th of 
March 2020.  Local art and cultural centers in Gaza participated in the events in addition 
to the teachers, students, friends, and family who came to encourage the young artists. 
The Eye on Gaza exhibition featured 66 photos and 33 pieces of artwork by the 
graduates of the photography and artistic design courses, while the Video Art Festival 
screened 12 films produced by participants in the video art workshop.  
 
During the 2019 academic year, the Film Program at DAK’s main campus had several 
major accomplishments, including organizing an international student film festival. 
Over 70 films, varying in their form, subject, and country of origin, were screened. The 
highlight of the year for the Film Program was the film Ambiance, directed by our 
graduate, Wisam al-Jafari, winning the 3rd Prize – Cinefoundation at the Cannes Film 
Festival. Additionally, this film received the Youssef Chahine  Award at the Cairo 
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International film Festival, the Signs Award from the International Jury of the 17e 
Festival international Signes de Nuit – Paris, and Best Short Film at the Al Quds Film 
Festival. Another film, entitled Area C and directed by our student Salah Abu Nimeh, 
received three awards: Best Short Film Sun Bird 2018 at Palestine Cinema Days, Best 
Palestinian Film at Elia Film Festival, and Best Palestinian Film 2019 at Bethlehem 
Student Film Festival 2019. The film Coffee Pot, directed by DAK Alumnus Thaer Al 
Azza, received the Palestine Appreciation Award from the Ministry of Culture in 
November 2019. 
 
Diyar Theatre, in addition to producing three new plays, launched a new initiative that 
aims to explore conflict, peace, and creative resistance through dance. After receiving 
64 residency applications from 29 countries, eight artists from China, the USA, Canada, 
Germany and Sweden were invited to participate in this unique opportunity of 
integrating our philosophy of creative resistance into the work of Diyar Theatre.  
 
Diyar Women’s Soccer team also had a successful year. The female youngster’s team 
won first place at the MOEHE South Area Soccer Competitions. The Diyar First Team 
won the Palestinian President’s Cup Championship, maintaining their place as the 
number one team in Palestine. 
 
A highlight of the Ajyal Elderly Care program was launching the “Facing Dementia and 
Alzheimer’s Together” Initiative on the International Day of Older Persons. The first 
steps of the initiative consisted of a conference and workshops on the topic of 
dementia and Alzheimer’s, which has recently become a major challenge in the 
Palestinian context. The event’s main goals were to shed light on this very important 
topic, provide a space for discussion among medical professionals, educators, families, 
and the elderly themselves, and identify partner organizations who can work with us 
on this worthwhile initiative.  
 
The Authentic Tourism Program had one of its most successful years in 2019. There 
was a sharp increase in the number of groups and visitors in comparison to previous 
years. The groups were divided as follows: Authentic Tourism Group received 31 
groups from Finland, Germany, Sweden, and the USA, with a total number of 603 
visitors; Studiosus Groups welcomed a total of 41 groups including 1,077 people from 
Germany  to the one-day Bethlehem program; and the International Center welcomed 
a significantly increased number of visitors for lectures in comparison to the previous 
year, at a total of 1,726 people. These visitors were from the USA, the UK, Germany, 
Canada, South Africa, France, Italy, Sweden, Denmark, Australia, and Norway.  
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Last but not least, Diyar Publisher 
released their fifth volume on 
Palestinian Christians, entitled 
Jerusalem: Religious, National, and 
International Dimensions. The 
book, edited by Rev. Dr. Mitri 
Raheb, is part of the goal to reaffirm 
Jerusalem as a multicultural and 
multi-religious Holy City after 
recent political events in the region, 
including the movement of the 

American Embassy to Jerusalem by the Trump Administration. Dar al-Kalima 
conducted a research study of 61 Christian Organizations active in Jerusalem. 
“Jerusalem remains the key to peace, an inclusive city to share between two people 
and three religions, a city with important international dimensions,” Raheb writes in 
the foreword. The book is available now on Amazon.  
 
Challenges 
 
The most important question in the coming year is how to survive the economic impact 
of the pandemic with the least human casualties and staff layoffs. Human and financial 
resources are key to ensuring the sustainability of the University. We also must learn 
how to best utilize our online presence to teach and market while it is not possible to 
gather in person.  
 
Looking to the Future 
 
Looking at this last year, we can’t help but be thankful to the Lord for a great year 
with so many accomplishments. We were looking forward to 2020, which was 
supposed to be the best year of our history culminating 25 years of growth and 
excellence. Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic came as a rupture in this journey. The 
exact impacts are yet to be seen. In the last year, our emphasis was to thrive in spite 
of all the challenges; with COVID-19 resulting in a decline in tourism revenues, 
tuition collection, and donations from abroad, we need to switch gears to survival 
mode. We need not only to adapt to the new lifestyle after COVID-19 but also to 
see how Dar al-Kalima University can continue to be an influencer and the leading 
institution training the next generation of future leaders in Palestine and beyond.  
 
  



28 
 

 

THE ELCA YOUNG ADULTS IN GLOBAL MISSION 
(YAGM) PROGRAM  
Rev. Gabi and Rev. Meghan Aelabouni 
 
Overview & Programs 
 
The YAGM program in Jerusalem and the West Bank brings six to seven young adult 
volunteers to the region each August to July. YAGM serve in the educational ministries 
of the ELCJHL (the schools, preschool, Environmental Education Center, ELCJHL office, 
and the like), live with host families in the West Bank, and participate in the life of their 
communities and ELCJHL congregations. Our ministry as country coordinators is to 
direct this program and to tend to the logistical, relational, and spiritual dimensions of 
this partnership between the YAGM, service sites, host families, and congregations. 
We also support the work of the ELCJHL in other ways as needed, with the guidance of 
Bishop Azar.  

 
The 2019-2020 year was our first 
year as the YAGM Country 
Coordinators, and it was full of 
blessings. We spent this first year 
getting to meet and build 
relationships with our partners 
here in the area and getting 
settled as a family, while also 
welcoming this year’s YAGM 
cohort and helping the YAGM get 
settled into their placements. 

Throughout the year, we conducted retreats and continuing education events with the 
YAGM, made site visits to the educational ministries, families and congregations, and 
joined a number of visiting ELCA groups with the YAGM to share more about the 
program and about the work of the ELCA here. 
 
Due to the uncertainties surrounding COVID-19, we had to make the difficult decision 
to pull the YAGM out of the West Bank on March 5th (the day before the checkpoints 
were closed) and ELCA Global Mission made the even more difficult but necessary 
decision on March 14th to recall all of the YAGM (approximately 70 volunteers in 10 
country programs) back to the US. We facilitated that return and have been continuing 
to care for the volunteers and check in with our partners during this quarantine period. 
On April 16th, ELCA Global Mission further determined that the ongoing and 
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anticipated effects of the pandemic into the remainder of 2020 would likely affect 
travel, visa, and local conditions sufficiently that it was wiser to postpone the YAGM 
program for one year, to spend 2020-2021 allowing local communities as well as the 
U.S. time to recover from COVID-19. For this coming year, we will be tasked with 
carrying out a comprehensive evaluation of the YAGM program in Jerusalem and the 
West Bank, completing continuing education, and assisting the ELCJHL in ways to be 
determined in consultation with ELCA Global Mission and Bishop Azar. We anticipate 
receiving the next group of YAGM volunteers in August 2021. 
 
Accomplishments 
 
Overall, we were extremely 
thankful for how our first 
program year went. Our YAGM 
made measurable contributions 
to their service sites in teaching 
assistance and the preparation of 
written materials such as 
curriculum pieces, articles, 
grants, and school “success 
stories” in English to be shared 
with wide audiences. The YAGM 
were also greatly impacted by the 
relationships they built and by their experiences. One story that exemplifies this for us 
is a conversation that occurred shortly after we informed the YAGM they would have 
to end their year early and go home. As we sat in a circle in the apartment where they 
were quarantined, we asked how their families were taking the news. “Do you mean 
our host families,” they asked, “or our families back home?” After only eight months 
in Palestine, they already thought of their host communities as family. This feeling of 
connection is something they still feel, more than a month after returning to the US. It 
is part of what makes the YAGM program, especially in Jerusalem and the West Bank, 
so valuable: we have YAGM alums who continue to advocate and tell the stories of the 
people and ministries of the ELCJHL and of Palestine, working as ambassadors for the 
ELCJHL by helping the ELCA and their U.S. communities to hear more than the usual 
media narratives and to join the cause of working for a just peace.  
 
Challenges 
 
This ministry always comes with challenges. We are helping the YAGM adjust to a new 
place with a new language and a different culture, so that instead of superimposing 
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their cultural assumptions and expectations onto their host communities, they 
approach their life and work here in a spirit of openness, learning, and 
accompaniment. When expectations and reality don’t match, either for the YAGM or 
for their partners in daily work, we help to clarify things and to find solutions. One 
challenge was presented for us this year when a volunteer experienced a health issue 
which led her to decide to return to the US for diagnosis and treatment. After her two-
month absence, we also made the decision, alongside the Bishop and Dr. Charlie 
Haddad, to move her placement and living situation. This is one example of the 
ongoing challenge of responding to and balancing the needs of the schools and 
ministries, host communities and families, and YAGM to help facilitate an environment 
in which everyone can thrive. Nevertheless, the close partnership and communication 
between all parties was part of what enabled us to make these adjustments mid-year 
with the greatest possible success. 
 
Other Activities 
 
We both also assisted in leading worship by preaching, presiding and participating in 
ELCJHL Arabic and joint Arabic/English services, and the English-speaking congregation 
at Redeemer. 
 
Looking to the Future 
 
As mentioned above, 2020-2021 will provide us with an opportunity to work closely 
with the ELCJHL and its educational ministries to conduct an evaluation of the YAGM 
program in Jerusalem and the West Bank and to do some strategic planning for the 
future. We will strive to identify together the current strengths of the YAGM program 
as well as opportunities for growth in order to strengthen and enhance the program 
to better serve the ELCJHL and support our YAGM in their own growth and learning. 
We are excited for the chance to brainstorm together what we will continue, what we 
may expand, and what new things we might try in the YAGM program. Our goal is to 
emerge from this process with an updated vision of what the YAGM program looks like 
here, where and how our YAGM serve, and how they are supported and connected to 
the ELCJHL and their host communities during their time here and beyond. 
 

 


